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OUTSIDE PLAY LAB



Overview

Why is outdoor risky play so
important?

What does outdoor risky play
look like for children today?

How can we support outdoor
risky play in our role(s)?
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What role(s) do you play?
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Play Is the engine of

optimal child
development
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Play = Learning



What is risky play?

... thrilling & exciting forms of play involving uncertainty and
the chance of physical injury

Sandseter, 2009, J Adv Educ & Outdoor Learn



Play with height



Play with height



Play with height
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Play with speed




Play with height & speed




Play with tools




York House Nursery, UK
Play with tools




Play with tools




Play with elements




Play with elements










Rough & tumble play



Play with impact



Play with impact




Play with impact




Vicarious play




Risk Management SKills:

Keeping kids safe means
letting them take risks
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https://cps.ca/en/documents/position/outdoor-risky-play



Why Outdoor & Risky Play?

Child Development Physical Health

O Social O Physical activity
O Emotional O Physical literacy
O Physical O Gut microbiomes
O Cognitive O Myopia

O Creativity

O Risk management

Brussoni et al (2015) IJERPH 12(6)
Ramsden et al (In Preparation) Risky play systematic review

Mental Health

O Well-being

O Anxiety

O Resilience

O Self-confidence



Nature, 519, 276-278
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What are some
other benefits of
outdoor risky play?



OUTDOOR AND RISKY PLAY TODAY

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL



Brussoni (2024). After Babel, Adapted from Mullan, K. (2019). British Journal of Sociology, 70(3), 997-1024.



Real play coalition: Value of Play Report
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“Today’s kids want to

spend their childhood in
the real world. Let’s give

it back to them.”

n=500 children in the US aged 8-12 years

Skenazy, Rausch & Haidt et al (2025). What kids told us about how to get them off their phones. The Atlantic



PROmoting Early Childhood Outside study (2021-2024)
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Report in the News

Key Findings

Social & emotional development
highest areas of concern



A Snapshot of Early Experiences in BC

. Low (<1 hour per day) High (>1 hour per day)
Screen Time
46.4% 53.6%

High (6 to 7 days/ week) Low (< 5 days/week)

Outdoor Play

53.5% 46.5%

Chance for SRS R ENVENIREEaAEWIN Low (a few times a week or less)
Risky Play

36.6% 63.4%

CHEQ



Screen Time

" % - Children with high screen time

(> 1 hour/day) were 59% more likely to
{ . be vulnerable on at least one EDI scale

compared to children with low screen
(l time (<1 hour per day) (OR: 1.59).

Children with high screen time had increased vulnerability on every EDI scale:

Physical Health:
Social Competence:
Emotional Maturity:

Language & Cognition:

Communication Skills

& General Knowledge:

+87% odds of vulnerability
+50% odds of vulnerability
+57% odds of vulnerability
+70% odds of vulnerability

+52% odds of vulnerability -+



Outdoor Play: A Protective Factor Against Vulnerability

Children with high outdoor play time
(6—7 days a week) were 26% less likely
to be vulnerable in communication skills
& general knowledge compared to
children with low outdoor play time (<5
days/week).



Risky Play: A Protective Factor Against Vulnerability

Increased opportunities for risky play significantly reduced
overall vulnerability (OR: 0.92).

Children with high chances for risky play
(most days or every day) were:

18% less likely to be vulnerable in social competence
compared to children with low chances for risky play
(a few times a week or less).

35% less likely to be vulnerable in

communication skills & general knowledge

compared to children with low chances for

risky play (a few times a week or less). +



West Coast
Neighbourhood EDI
& MDI Data

Clayoquot Sound Biosphere
Region’s Vital Signs Report / HELP
Data

EDI: 2019-202
019-2023 MDI: 2020 to 2023



School District 70 2022 CHEQ Data



School District 70 2022 CHEQ Data



School District 70 2022 CHEQ Data



The Yard, New York



What do you find are the biggest challenges
supporting children’s outdoor and/or risky play?



FREEDOM



What are we afraid of?

Time Magazine, Nov 30, 2009



Child Abduction

Risk of abduction by a stranger in Canada:
=1:14,000,000

Dalley & Ruscoe, 2003

Leave child unattended for 200,000 years

Warwick Cairns, 2011



Canadian mortality rates for all unintentional injuries,
ages 0-19 years (1950-2009)

Richmond et al., 2016, CJPH, 107, e431-7



Outdoor Play-related Fall Injury Deaths,
Canada, Ages 1-14

Fall from play equipment (2007-2022) Fall from tree (2000-2022)

Statistics Canada, 2024



Medically treated
injuries by exposure
time

Per 1000 hours spent

doing the activity
(ages 6-12)

Nauta et al., 2014, Sports Medicine



THE REALITY

THIS PLAY EQUIPMENT IS
DESIGNED TO SERVE
CHILDREN BETWEEN THE
AGES OF 5-12 YEARS OLD.

PLAY AREA IS CLOSED FROM DUSK TO DAWN.
RULES OF THE PLAYGROUND
FOLLOW THE RULES - PLAY CAREFULLY.

* DO NOT USE EQUIPMENT WITHOUT
PROPER ADULT SUPERVISION.

* DO NOT USE EQUIPMENT WHEN WET.

* DO NOT USE EQUIPMENT WHEN
GROUND IS FROZEN.

* NO BARE FEET.

. » WEAR PROPER FOOTWEAR.
No running « NO RUNNING, PUSHING OR SHOVING.

No climbing 00 o usE LT EORERRY
No swinging

No use of equipment when wet
No bare feet

PERSONS MISUSING THIS PLAYGROUND No ‘hanging around’

WILL BE ASKED TO LEAVE © OUTSIDE PLAY LAB, 2026

THIS PLAYGROUND IS FOR USE
OF ELEMENTARY AGE CHILDREN

PLAYGROUND RULES

= NO RUNNING.

+ NO ROCK THROWING.

« NO EATING.

* NO LITTERING,

* NO MORE THAN THREE ON THE TIRE SWING.

X X X X X X




17 second rule




Our response to play
@ STOP yourself before you respond to, or stop children’s play
@ LOOK & LISTEN to what is happening. What are the children doing?

THINK: are the children managing the risks? What might be the
impact of adult involvement on children’s play?

o
k ACT: now you can respond in a thoughtful way, rather than by reflex

, REFLECT: Was your action the correct one? What have you learned?

Casey & Nicholson (2019) Loose parts play: A toolkit
https://www.inspiringscotland.org.uk/publication/loose-parts-play-toolkit-2019-edition/



https://www.inspiringscotland.org.uk/publication/loose-parts-play-toolkit-2019-edition/

What to say instead of ‘Be Careful’

© OUTSIDE PLAY LAB, 2026 Child and Nature Alliance of Canada (2021)



What to say instead of ‘Be Careful’

© OUTSIDE PLAY LAB, 2026 Child and Nature Alliance of Canada (2021)



Hazard Risk

As safe as necessary, not as safe as possible













As safe as possible

Risk = Danger



PROmoting Early Childhood Outside study (2021-2023)



ADULT VS CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVES
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YES! spaces



Affordances



Affordances



Affordances



Equitable Access
Ensuring all children have daily access to
high quality outdoor play in the places
where they already spend their time




If we want our children to thrive in an
unpredictable world, we need to let
them play in unpredictable ways



In your role, do children have
opportunities to...

e Climb stairs

e Climb a stump, play structure, or tree

e Hang from a low tree branch

 Walk over small boulders

e Use scissors to cut paper

* Try a butter knife or nylon kitchen knife on soft food items
e Hammer golf tees with a wooden mallet
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In your role, do children have
opportunities to...

e Play with water (water table, hose)

e Walk onicy terrain

e | earn about natural elements, such as fire, ice and water
e Set up an obstacle course

 Learn how to tumble

* Make a fort

* Find a new outdoor space to explore



What are some things you currently do in your role(s)
to support children’s outdoor risky play?
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Resources



outsideplay.org/

© Play Outside Lab, 2025
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https://outdoorplaycanada.ca/

Gill, Power & Brussoni (2019). Child & Nature Alliance of
Canada

outdoorplaycanada.ca/resources/
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https://www.outdoorplaycanada.ca/resources/

Inspiringscotland.org.uk/publication/
loose-parts-play-toolkit-2019-edition/

or

outdoorplaycanada.ca/resources/
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https://www.inspiringscotland.org.uk/publication/loose-parts-play-toolkit-2019-edition/
https://www.inspiringscotland.org.uk/publication/loose-parts-play-toolkit-2019-edition/
https://www.outdoorplaycanada.ca/resources/







Connect with us!

outsideplay.org/
rramsden@bcchr.ca

PlayOutsideUBC
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